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A Pedagogical Analysis of A Level Syllabi 
 
Executive Summary 
 
This research has been conducted by a team of subject specialists, supported 
by research associates in the Department of Education, University of 
Newcastle upon Tyne.  Five subjects were selected by DfEE (now DfES) and 
Edexcel across the three awarding bodies (OCR, Edexcel and AQA):  
 
• English Literature  
• History 
• French  
• Mathematics  
• Physics 
 
The team have based their analysis on the subject specifications which are 
freely available on the awarding bodies’ web sites.  We have looked at 
assessment specifications but not at supporting materials, nor at the range of 
additional support provided by some boards to partner centres 
 
Our analysis of the syllabi has focused on the following key issues: 
 
• The objective differences between the specifications themselves 
• The approach taken by each examining board to candidate choices 
• Differences in interpretation by awarding bodies 
• Policy or other emphasis distinctive to particular awarding bodies. 
 
 
Findings 
 
Structure of the qualifications 
The guidance from QCA on the development of Curriculum 2000 appears to 
have produced high levels of similarity between examining boards in terms of 
Aims, Assessment Objectives and Key Skills, although there are some subject-
specific differences.  The most crucial differences arise from the approaches 
that awarding bodies have taken to the new specifications: for example the 
extent to which key skills have been embedded in to content.  Our analysis 
suggests that, on the whole, the differences which exist relate to candidate 
choice, not cognitive challenge. 
 
Cognitive challenge 
We have found no evidence of significant difference in cognitive challenge 
between examining boards.  We would add the caveat that, in order to 
properly assess this, comparisons would have to made between the actual 
examinations set in 2001 (for AS) and 2002 (A2), the mark schemes which 
accompany them and awarding bodies’ grading policies in action. 
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Candidate Choice 
Overall, it is clear that Awarding bodies have made considerable efforts to 
produce a variety of options within the constraints of the QCA subject 
specifications.  The nature of different subjects necessarily dictates the extent 
to which candidate choice can operate, with Mathematics and Physics being 
less flexible than French or English Literature.   
 
• Mathematics and Physics offer relatively little candidate choice, regardless 
of awarding body as a result of the cumulative nature of these disciplines.  
The degree of similarity in Physics is, in part, obscured by the differences 
in module titles but our analysis has revealed that the content is essentially 
the same. 
• In English Literature levels of candidate choice offered by each exam 
board vary between units but overall (particularly with the use of synoptic 
units) the variety of works available for study are broadly similar, 
reflecting perhaps a consensus about the central components of English A 
level. 
• In History, there are differences relating to the degree of coursework and 
variety of assessment, with Edexcel offering a coursework option for AS 
level and two coursework options at A2.  In contrast, AQA and OCR only 
offer one coursework option at A2. 
• In French, there has been significant innovation by Edexcel in the creation 
of their ‘learning pathways’ through the specifications, which are designed 
to support and benefit candidates with different goals and career 
trajectories.   
 
The significance of these variations in specifications must be very carefully 
defined: they are significant in the sense of offering real choices to centres and 
candidates but the degree of variety is not, in our judgement, significant to the 
extent that there is any impact on standards. 
 
Choice for Centres 
There are some indications that, particularly in certain subjects, individual 
exam boards have seized the opportunity presented by Curriculum 2000 to 
create more innovative and flexible qualifications.  In contrast, other boards 
have stressed the degree of continuity between previous syllabi and 
Curriculum 2000.  A ramification of this diversity could be that staff wishing 
to take advantage of opportunities to innovate in their practice may be drawn 
to select syllabi which represent the more flexible end of the continuum. 
 
There are observable differences between the levels of prescription by 
awarding bodies in comparable units.  This has implications on several levels: 
centres may choose ‘looser’ or more prescriptive models which match with 
their pedagogical beliefs; the level of prescription may impact on the balance 
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in teaching between content and process and this may result in very different 
AS/A level experiences for candidates. 
 
Introduction 
 
This research report is based on a piece of desk-based research undertaken by 
members of the Department of Education at the University of Newcastle upon 
Tyne. 
 
The department has good regional, national and international research links 
as well as effective working relationships with many local and national 
agencies for education and employment. As a consequence, whilst the 
Department is well known for its sharply-focused research on aspects of 
practice, a significant proportion of its research is inter-disciplinary, inter-
institutional and international in character. The Department enjoys a national 
and international reputation for the quality of its research. It received a top 
(‘5’) rating for its research quality in both the 1992 and 1996 national 
assessment exercises.  
 
The research team 
 
The research team has been brought together to offer expertise and experience 
on a subject-specific basis. The structure of the team is as follows: 
 
Principal Investigators:  Peter Fisher, lecturer in History Education 
Sally Taverner, lecturer in Maths Education 
 
Project manager:   Jill Clark, Senior Research Associate 
 
Other team members: Elaine Hall, Research Associate 
Cheryl Mackay, lecturer in MFL Education 
David Stancliffe, lecturer in Physics Education 
John Williamson, lecturer in English Education 
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Section 1: Methodology 
 
This research has been conducted by a team of subject specialists, supported 
by research associates in the Department of Education, University of 
Newcastle upon Tyne.  Five subjects were selected by DfEE/Edexcel across 
the three awarding bodies (OCR, Edexcel and AQA): English Literature, 
History, French, Mathematics and Physics (see Appendix 3 for specification 
details).  The team have based their analysis on the subject specifications 
which are freely available on the awarding bodies’ websites1.  We have looked 
at assessment specifications but not at supporting materials, nor at the range 
of additional support provided by some boards to partner centres.  The 
specifications for GCE A/AS Level are complex and lengthy and we have 
confined ourselves to comparing similar syllabi across examining boards: for 
example, we have examined ‘straightforward’ Physics qualifications but not 
Advancing Physics or other more specialised courses.  Terminology varies 
slightly between schemes; unless otherwise stated, the appellation A2 has 
been used to refer to the continuation from AS to ‘full’ A level and the terms 
‘module’ and ‘unit’ are used interchangeably.  Our analysis of the syllabi has 
focused on the following key issues: 
 
• The objective differences between the syllabi themselves 
• The approach taken by each examining board to candidate choices 
• Differences in interpretation by awarding bodies 
• Policy or other emphasis distinctive to particular awarding bodies. 
 
In addition, we were asked to ascertain the rates of take up for each syllabus 
by centres.  The data for candidates and centres choices for the Curriculum 
2000 A/AS Levels will, of course, not be available until candidates are entered 
for examination in 2001.  However, we felt that it may be useful to compare 
these figures, when they are available, with the ‘market share’ which the 
examining boards held in 1999.  Examining boards were asked to provide 
numbers of candidates and centres taking up the nearest equivalent of the five 
Curriculum 2000 A/AS Levels in this study.  The data which is presented in 
this report refers to candidate numbers only, because some uncertainty was 
expressed by the examining boards about the accuracy of the centre numbers. 
 
Table 1: Numbers and percentages of candidates taking GCE AS/A Levels in 
comparable syllabi Summer 1999 by Examining Board 
 OCR  Edexcel  AQA  
 Candidates % Candidates % Candidates % 
English Literature 3100 9.8 9392 29.8 19064 60.4 
History 3052 10.8 8904 31.4 16414 57.9 
French 1964 14.7 6030 45.2 5335 40 
Mathematics 1395 3.1 29721 65.9 14009 31 
                                                          
1 http://www.ocr.org.uk, http://www.edexcel.org.uk, http://www.aqa.org.uk 
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Physics 915 5.6 9240 56.4 6220 38 
Section 2: Differences in Style and Approach 
 
In addition to the detailed subject-dependent differences which follow in 
Section 3, the research team have noted some underlying themes and trends 
which connect certain subjects and examining boards. 
 
Aims  
As might be expected, there is great similarity between aims which are 
mandatory for schemes across all subjects, indeed in Mathematics there are no 
additions or omissions.  In contrast, in English Literature, AQA and Edexcel 
both include within their aims for post-AS students the requirements that 
they “appreciate the significance of cultural and historical influences upon readers 
and writers” (AQA, p.13, Edexcel, p.7) and that they “broaden and deepen the 
knowledge, skills and understanding developed in” AS English Literature (AQA 
p.13, Edexcel, p.7).   
 
In French, the Edexcel specification includes three further aims and four 
objectives.  These stress the intention to allow for a variety of approaches to 
the teaching and learning of languages, and to “provide examinations of 
intellectual rigour which require a high degree of linguistic competence.” (Edexcel, 
p.3).  For Physics, the OCR specification includes mention of the importance 
of preparing for citizenship in a technological world, appreciating the nature 
of scientific method, and preparing for employment/further study.  It also 
adds the term environmental to QCA’s list of the interface of physics with 
social, philosophical, economic and industrial matters.  Within the 
specifications for History there are subtle differences. OCR require 
candidates, additional to the QCA criteria, to “communicate effectively with due 
regard to spelling, punctuation and grammar” (OCR p.4). Conversely, both AQA 
and Edexcel incorporate the historically sophisticated aim for candidates to 
appreciate “that historical judgements may be provisional” in status (AQA, p.2); a 
dimension which OCR do not specify in full for their potential candidates. 
  
Assessment objectives 
While assessment objectives are broadly similar between schemes, there are 
subject-specific differences.  In Mathematics, AQA include one additional 
item: “The use of clear, precise and appropriate mathematical language is expected as 
an inherent part of the assessment of AO2.” (AQA, p.16).  Other dissimilarities 
relate to the relative weighting of units and skills: in French this is most 
marked at AS Level and particularly regarding the emphasis placed on 
thematic content in relation to the development of “linguistic competence”.   
 
In English Literature, the progression between objectives at AS and A2 levels 
is similar across all three boards, but one difference is that AQA offers no 
guidance about relative weighting.  In History, AO1 (recall, select and deploy 
historical knowledge accurately, and communicate knowledge and understanding of 
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History in a clear and effective manner, QCA, p.4) is regarded as pervasive rather 
than merely discrete, therefore all bodies concede that, in practice, it is 
difficult to disaggregate subsequent Objectives from AO1.   
 
The AQA specification for Physics lists an additional fifth objective in the area 
of ‘Written Communication’, the assessment of which is incorporated 
throughout the other four.  Small differences do occur in this subject in the 
relative weightings attached to the assessment objectives (See Appendix 2). 
The major difference concerns the relative weightings of Knowledge and 
Understanding and Experiment and Investigation, with AQA giving greater 
weighting to the former, Edexcel to the latter, and OCR falling between the 
two. 
 
Key Skills 
The guidance from QCA ensures that these sections are very similar across 
examining bodies.  However, there are important qualitative differences in 
the extent to which Key Skills have been embedded into curriculum content.  
Edexcel have produced very detailed and integrated guidance for skills 
development in French and English Literature, providing concrete 
suggestions for teaching and learning activities.  OCR provide a skills 
assessment matrix for French and are the most selective in designating skills 
to units in English Literature.  In Physics and in History, OCR and Edexcel 
provide more thorough and detailed cross-referencing of key skills to specific 
content areas.  Furthermore, OCR provide the most detailed and specific 
support for Mathematics.  AQA provide tables for Mathematics, French and 
History, but English Literature refers the reader to the Teachers’ Guide. 
 
Prior learning and unit dependency 
The extent to which prior learning and knowledge determine a candidate’s 
suitability for the AS/A Level is dependent on the nature of learning in 
specific subjects.  For History and English Literature, which are essentially 
‘non-accumulative’ disciplines and focus on the development of critical skills 
in relation to the relevant material, specific prior knowledge is less important 
than in Mathematics, where skills and learning are more mechanistically 
interdependent and cumulative.   
 
There is a general requirement for some evidence of prior attainment at GCSE 
grade C and above, although not necessarily in a specific subject.  Edexcel, for 
example, suggest that a course of study in GCSE English (Grade 'C' or better) 
would be helpful but do not require GCSE History for the study of History 
AS/A Level, which is one expression of the importance of communication 
skills which all three awarding bodies emphasise.  In French, both Edexcel 
and OCR recognise that not all candidates will take the GCSE route to 
studying language at this level.  Moreover, Edexcel include ab initio students 
in their specifications.  Edexcel also provide ‘learning pathways’ through the 
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specifications which highlight ways in which the needs of different 
candidates, studying French for different purposes, might be met.  
 
For the more inter-dependent subjects there is more structure: for example, in 
Physics, OCR give detailed specifications for the prior knowledge needed for 
each module.  This pattern is reflected in terms of unit dependency, with 
candidate choice being necessarily more limited in subjects like Mathematics, 
which have linear progression (See Appendix 3). 
 
Section 3: Subject Knowledge 
 
In this section, the details of subject knowledge and assessment are examined 
by individual subject specialists.  A summary schedule of key differences 
relating to candidate and centre choice can be found at Appendix 1. 
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English Literature 
 
The division of candidates between the awarding bodies is displayed below 
in Figure 12. 
 
QCA Specifications for English Literature 
 
At AS level, candidates are required to study at least four texts, covering 
prose, poetry and drama, including a Shakespearean play and at least one 
other text written before 1900.  For A level, a minimum of four further texts 
must be covered including one published before 1770 and one other before 
1900. 
 
In respect of these texts students must show knowledge and understanding 
of:  
 
• at AS level: how they relate to the context in which they were written and 
how different readers can respond to texts in different ways; 
• at A level: the significance of cultural and historical influences, including 
literary traditions and movements and varied responses to texts across 
time; connections and comparisons between texts. 
 
Structure 
 
The courses offered by AQA, Edexcel and OCR all comprise three units for 
AS level followed by three further units for A level.  There is a limited amount 
of choice with each body offering the option of course work versus written 
paper for one or more unit of assessment: AQA offers two forms of 
assessment for AS Shakespeare and A level ‘Literary Connections’, Edexcel 
does likewise for AS Shakespeare and A level ‘Modern Prose while OCR 
                                                          
2 These figures are based on candidates undertaking examinations in a comparable syllabus 
to Curriculum 2000.  They do not represent all entries for this subject. 
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offers the same choice with regard to ‘Prose post 1914’ at a level.  Since it is 
only at the level of assessment that choice is offered, there are no stipulations 
regarding dependency of units on each other. 
 
Subject Content 
AS Level  
 
At AS level, all schemes offer units containing work on Shakespeare, poetry 
and the novel but OCR differs from AQA and Edexcel in not offering the 
opportunity to study drama other than Shakespeare. 
 
Shakespeare 
In AQA, there are coursework and written paper options, in either of which 
one play is studied.  In the coursework option, the play may be any one other 
than the two set in unit 4 (Texts in Time) which has not previously been 
studied by the candidate; in the written paper option one play is studied from 
a choice of three (AQA, p.31). 
 
OCR offers only a closed text paper in which section A comprises a passage-
based question and section B an essay question.  The number of plays to be 
studied is not specified but both sections A and B must be answered on the 
same play, which is taken from a list of four, none of which overlap with 
AQA’s selection.  Section A questions focus on “the ways Shakespeare’s form, 
structure and language create meaning and prompt a range of possible responses from 
an audience” (OCR, p.23).  Candidates are required to show “independent 
opinions and judgements” and to be able to relate the play to “Shakespeare’s other 
work and the theatre of his day” (OCR, p.23). 
 
Edexcel’s ‘Shakespeare in Context’ is a coursework module in which one play 
is studied from a list of 5, one each of which appears on the lists of AQA and 
ORC.  Students submit one piece of 1500 words or two of 750, one of which 
may be ‘personal composition’ (Edexcel, p.18).  There is an emphasis here on 
context since “One unit of work in the folder should enable students to show their 
understanding of the contexts in which literary texts are written and understood” 
(Edexcel, p.18).  This would appear to go beyond the requirements of OCR as 
set out in the last sentence of the previous paragraph.  AQA do not go into 
sufficient detail for a comparison to be made. 
 
Novel 
AQA’s offering in the area of prose is narrowly confined to the modern novel; 
students examine one novel from a list of five, all of which are written by 
essentially contemporary writers. 
 
OCR deals with the novel, at AS level, as one element in a unit devoted to 
‘Poetry and Prose’.  The prose list consists of four major 19th century novels 
and four 20th century novels ranging chronologically from Joyce (Dubliners) to 
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the present day.  In the open text paper, students answer one question on the 
prose element, with either a poetry or a prose answer being on a pre-20th 
century text.  Students can choose between a question on a specific passage or 
one which “identifies an appropriate topic and asks the candidate to select from the 
text a passage…for discussion in relation to the designated topic” (OCR, p.24). 
 
Edexcel’s offering in this area is restricted to pre-20th century prose.  Students 
consider one of a list of five 19th century novels and take a closed text paper in 
which they deal with one discursive question on one of texts. 
 
There is a marked difference between the schemes in respect of the novel (in 
spite of using the heading ‘prose’ all the listed texts are novels) in that one is 
restricted to pre-20th century work, one to 20th century work and one, albeit 
only a half-unit, covering both. 
 
Poetry 
Poetry forms half an AS unit in all three schemes.  AQA offers Poetry as part 
of ‘Texts in Context’, their offering beginning with Chaucer and then skipping 
to Victorian and 20th century verse.  Students answer one question on poetry, 
with the requirement that one part of the whole paper will be answered on 
pre-20th century work. 
 
OCR also covers poetry which is both pre-1900 and post-1900.  Four texts are 
offered in each category, the pre-20th century element being more wide-
ranging than that in AQA, including work by Chaucer, Donne, Tennyson and 
Wordsworth.  As for the prose element of this unit, candidates can either 
write on a given passage or an appropriate topic. 
 
Edexcel’s unit ‘Drama and Poetry’ offers a list including two anthologies, The 
Edexcel Poetry Anthology and The Penguin Book of American Verse, which means 
that their list includes “poetry texts from different periods” (Edexcel, p.16).  The 
open text paper offers a choice of two questions, one on a specified extract 
and one which will “require students to select extracts” (Edexcel, p.16). 
 
Non-Shakespearean Drama 
This is offered only by AQA and Edexcel.  AQA offers a wide chronological 
spread of drama, from Marlowe via Sheridan and Wycherley to Stoppard.  
One play is chosen from the list of six, with the stipulation that either the 
drama question or the poetry one which forms the other half of this unit must 
be pre-20th century.   
 
Edexcel also offers a chronological spread in its list of five plays, although 
there is not the range of AQA in pre-20th century work.  Students will answer 
one question from a choice of two in the open text examination, of the same 
form as the prose questions in the same unit which are outlined above. 
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Literature Complementary Study 
OCR offers a unit at AS level with no direct counterpart in the other two 
schemes.  This ‘Complementary Unit’ seeks to “encourage candidates to develop 
their own literary interests by reading and study which complements that required 
elsewhere in the specification and to extend the choice available for Centres” (OCR, 
p.25).  Candidates submit a folder of two items, one of which “should focus on 
the text as a whole.  The other should involve a close reading and critical discussion of 
a single selected passage” (OCR, p.25). 
 
A2 Level 
 
All three courses have a unit combining Poetry and Drama (although AQA 
call it ‘Texts in Time’); AQA and OCR both restrict their content to pre-20th 
century work, whereas Edexcel includes work from before and after 1900. 
Poetry 
AQA’s list of potential texts is taken from the 18th and 19th centuries and 
includes, as well as work by Blake, Wordsworth and Keats, Women Romantic 
Poets 1785 – 1822, An Anthology.  For assessment, students choose one 
question on one text which they may not take to the examination. 
 
OCR’s ‘Poetry and Drama pre-1900’ offers centres a range of earlier texts, 
their list comprising Chaucer, Marvell, Milton, and Pope as well as Coleridge 
and Emily Dickinson.  “On each text candidates are given a choice of two questions, 
each requiring them to discuss their own evaluation of the poetry…in the light of 
other opinions relating to the individual author and the text and in relation to the 
genre to which it belongs” (OCR, p.26).  One question (poetry or drama) must 
deal with pre-1770 literature.  Progression from AS is detailed in terms of 
depth of response to language, form and structure, by knowledge and 
understanding of different types of literary texts and by sophisticated use of 
critical terminology. 
 
The poetry section of Edexcel’s module is divided into pre- and post-1770 
work, the latter extending to the present day.  The paper is so structured that 
one answer (either poetry or drama) must relate to literature pre-1770, where 
the choice is between Chaucer, Milton, the Metaphysicals, Gray and the 
Edexcel anthology.  As elsewhere in Edexcel, students will choose from two 
questions, one containing an extract, the other requiring students to select 
extracts.  Detailed knowledge of the text as a whole may be required. 
 
Drama 
AQA’s drama section in ‘Texts in Time’ focuses on pre-1770 works and their 
list includes three more plays by Shakespeare, the Wakefield mystery plays 
and works by Webster and Jonson.  OCR’s list includes two Shakespearean 
plays and work by Jonson, Vanbrugh, Sheridan and Wilde.  Edexcel, as with 
their poetry section, offer pre- and post-1770 lists; the earlier period includes 
Shakespeare, Marlowe, Webster, Congreve and Farquhar; the latter ranges 
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from Sheridan to the present day.  Assessment for all three boards is as for 
Poetry above. 
 
Direct comparison across all three schemes is difficult from this point 
although OCR and Edexcel share some features not common to AQA. 
 
Modern Prose 
AQA offers coursework and written paper alternatives for this topic which 
differ from each other in some respects.  For the coursework option, 
candidates “choose at least one prose text (fiction or non-fiction)” (emphasis 
original) (AQA, p.27).  Students submit a folder of up to 3000 words 
consisting of one or two items.  In the written paper, students answer two 
questions, either on the same or different texts, one based on a passage from 
the text the other an essay questions.  The list of texts contains eight items, 
ranging from classics such as The Rainbow to more contemporary works such 
as Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. 
 
OCR also has coursework or written paper options.  For coursework, students 
submit work of 2,000 to 2,5000 words on one text, comprising one or two 
items.  This is slightly less demanding, although also slightly less restrictive, 
than the OCR equivalent.  There is a free choice of texts but Edexcel approval 
is required.  Students following the written paper option choose from a list of 
five 20th century texts ranging from Howard’s End to contemporary works.  As 
with other Edexcel units, there will be a choice between two questions on 
each text, one containing an extract and one requiring students to select 
extracts. 
 
Synoptic Units 
AQA offer the unit ‘Reading for Meaning’ which is based on the theme of 
War in Literature, with special emphasis on World War One. To meet the 
requirements for synoptic assessment, ‘this module will contain unseen prose, 
poetry, drama and fiction, as well as pre-twentieth century literature’ (AQA, 
p.36).  The synoptic unit for OCR, ‘Comparative and Contextual Study’, 
requires students to choose one of six topics which are broadly genre/period 
based – Satire, The Gothic Tradition, The Victorian Novel, The Great War in 
British Literature, 20th Century American Literature and Post-Colonial 
Literature.  Examination requirements are that students write one answer on 
an unseen text from their chosen topic and one which shows knowledge of 
two texts from the same category. 
 
Edexcel’s examination also has an ‘unseen text’ section although unlike OCR, 
this is not tied to the themes dealt with in Section B, which comprises a choice 
of five themes – The Comic Perspective, The Tragic Perspective, Divided 
Societies, Broken Communication and The Social Observer.  As with ORC, 
one theme is chosen for study. 
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Parallel to the last two units discussed, and in addition to the synoptic unit, 
AQA also offers two versions of ‘Literary Connections’; one is a coursework 
option in which two texts, agreed by the coursework adviser, are chosen, 
neither of them prescribed elsewhere in the scheme.  The written paper option 
offers three areas of literary study for consideration: Literary Themes, which 
may be either History in Literature or A Woman’s Struggle; Time and Place 
which consists of either Vision of the Future or Experiences of India; Ways of 
Telling, comprising Reflections or Humorous Writing. 
Assessment 
The balance between coursework and written papers is also very similar 
across the papers.  At AS level, AQA and Edexcel each have one unit which 
may be taken in coursework or written paper form (Shakespeare, in each case) 
and OCR offers only coursework for unit 3 (Literature Complementary 
study).  At A2, each scheme offers one unit which may take either format 
(Literary Connections for AQA, Prose (post-1914) for OCR and Modern Prose 
for Edexcel. 
 
The following table shows the weighting of assessment with regard to the 
modules offered: 
 
Table 2: AS level (as percentage of AS level award) 
Unit Content AQA OCR Edexcel 
Shakespeare 30 30 30 
Poetry & Prose  40 40 
Poetry & Drama 40   
Modern Novel 30   
Pre-1900 Prose   30 
Any Text  30  
 
Table 3: A2 Level (as percentage of overall A level award) 
Unit Content AQA OCR Edexcel* 
Drama & Poetry 15 15 15 
Modern Prose 15 15 15 
Synoptic Unit 20 20 20 
*Edexcel lists figures for A2 alone, which have been modified for the sake of comparison. 
 
As with other elements of these schemes, there is comparatively little 
variation.  Both OCR (p.19) and Edexcel (p.26) cite the QCA subject criteria 
with reference to levels of attainment commensurate with A level grades; 
AQA seem not to list them but are working to the same specification. 
 
Each scheme matches achievement of the Assessment Objectives to a banding 
system based on an extensive series of attainment descriptors (AQA, pp.43-46; 
ORC, pp.7-10; Edexcel, pp.28-34). The banding system is different for each 
scheme: AQA works on a four-band system, Edexcel on five and OCR on six. 
Close comparison is impossible in a report of this length but one example 
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may suggest the comparability of the schemes: the top band (4 in AQA, 1 in 
OCR and 5 in Edexcel, contain the following descriptors with regard to AO1 
(‘Communicate clearly the knowledge, understanding and insight 
appropriate to literary study, using appropriate terminology and accurate and 
coherent written expression’). 
 
AQA (p.43) 
• technically accurate, mature style 
• fluent use of an apt and varied vocabulary 
• a cogent, well structured argument 
• accurate use of an appropriate, extensive critical vocabulary and concept [sic]. 
 
OCR (p.7) 
Consistently good command of written English in an appropriate register, blending 
reference to the text neatly into the argument; technical terminology tellingly 
employed; cogently structured arguments closely related to the question under 
discussion, and increasingly at A2 a sophisticated depth of knowledge, 
understanding and insight. (emphasis original). 
 
Edexcel (p.29) 
• demonstrate proficient knowledge and understanding of the nature of literary 
study 
• make appropriate and effective use of literary terms 
• display generally accurate and fluent written expression 
• show clear developing argument with appropriate detailed textual reference. 
 
While there are differences in terminology and layout, it can be seen that there 
are very significant overlaps between the three specifications.  There is a 
shared concern with accurate, mature, fluent writing showing good 
communication skills.  Although expressed differently, each scheme looks for 
candidates to use appropriate literary terminology.  All stress the importance 
of a grasp of the concepts of literary study.  AQA and OCR both mention the 
need for cogent argument; OCR and Edexcel both require the ability to relate 
argument to features of the text being studied. 
 
While examination of this aspect of the specifications has been restricted, on 
grounds of length to only one of 45 cells of this kind offered by Edexcel, it 
suggests that close examination would show that here, as elsewhere, the 
schemes are quite similar. 
 
Coursework 
All three schemes offer guidance on coursework.  All involve internal 
assessment followed by external moderation and all draw attention to the 
importance of framing tasks in such a way that they enable candidate’s to 
meet “the Assessment Objective that is the main focus of the Unit” (Edexcel, p.27).  
The schemes differ in the kind and amount of information given on 
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coursework.  Edexcel offers, in the main text, half a page of general 
information followed only by the literature assessment criteria which have 
already been discussed; this is supplemented by an appendix which 
essentially deals with the technicalities of recording, reporting and sampling 
work for moderation.  OCR provides a six page appendix on coursework 
which offers advice on framing titles, guidance on marking, preparation of 
coursework, internal assessment and so on.  AQA devotes ten pages to 
coursework in the body of the specification.  This includes the content of 
coursework, guidance on setting coursework components, assessment criteria 
which, like those of Edexcel have been discussed above, and material on 
supervision, standardisation, administration and moderation. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
There is considerable similarity between the schemes in terms of course 
content, with Shakespeare, other drama, poetry and fiction figuring in all 
courses in roughly similar proportion. Overall, the specifications differ 
relatively little from each other.  Clearly, to some extent this is due to the 
tightness of the strictures within which all are working but some also seems to 
be due to a genuine sense of the central components of a programme for 
English Literature at this level.  Although all schemes offer pre- and post-1900 
texts, there is some difference in the details, and the amount of choice offered 
in various periods such as the Victorian novel.  In terms of the minimum 
required reading, the schemes also seem similar; exact computation is difficult 
but, apart from synoptic units which are hard to compare, AQA demands 
work on 8 texts (a play, a novel or a collection of poetry) with the others both 
requiring 7.  However, all schemes look for evidence of further reading and 
the figure cited is, perhaps, a somewhat artificial minimum. Each specification 
includes a statement that the study of literature can lead to development of 
the students’ understanding of spiritual, moral, ethical, social and cultural 
issues.  This is to be expected, not only for ‘political’ reasons but because the 
development of such understanding forms one of the major justifications for 
the study of literature. 
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History  
 
The division of candidates between the awarding bodies is displayed below 
in Figure 23. 
 
QCA Specifications for History 
All three awarding bodies conform to the QCA’s subject criteria in terms of 
‘Knowledge, Understanding and Skills’.  The criteria place limitations on 
Awarding Bodies in terms of subject content, development of historical skills 
and assessment.  For subject content, syllabi must be structured to ensure that 
students cover more than one country, a “substantial element” of British history 
and the nature of change over both the short term and the long term (at least 
100 years).  In terms of skills, awarding bodies must build in opportunities for 
candidates to develop expertise in the use of source material and the study of 
historical issues.  These structural elements are reflected in the balance of 
assessment: 30-40% of the marks are to reward the use and evaluation of 
source material, 20% reflect ‘overall historical understanding’.  A maximum 
of 30% of the marks can be awarded through centre based assessment, 
although none of the awarding bodies in fact offer more than 20%. 
 
Spiritual, Moral, Social, Cultural, Environmental and European Dimensions 
Of the three awarding bodies, AQA and Edexcel both address these 
dimensions and make suggestions as to how to incorporate opportunities 
within in selected units. OCR simply ‘nest’ the spatial dimension within their 
list of topic choices. 
 
There are no prior knowledge requirements for the study of History at AS or 
A2 level. 
 
                                                          
3 These figures are based on candidates undertaking examinations in a comparable syllabus 
to Curriculum 2000.  They do not represent all entries for this subject. 
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Structure 
The three bodies all offer a wide proliferation of candidate choices within 
their unit–based modular structures.  At AS level, students choose at least one 
British history module and at least one European or American module.  AQA 
offer nine British and eleven European/ American history options, OCR eight 
British and eleven European/ American.  Edexcel, in contrast, offer between 
six and seventeen options in each unit, thereby requiring centres and 
candidates to take greater control of how they meet the QCA criteria.  At AS 
level, AQA allow students to draw on the same material for the course essays 
which comprise the third unit, while OCR offer a document studies module 
which covers the range of period and geographical options from the whole 
syllabus.  Edexcel uniquely offer a centre-assessed coursework unit as an 
alternative to an exam at AS.  At A2 level AQA offer an optional centre-
assessed coursework unit and OCR present a choice between coursework and 
an open book exam.  Edexcel offer both a coursework option and an 
individual assignment option at A2. 
 
Subject Content 
AQA, Edexcel and OCR all offer a wide choice – geographically and 
chronologically – across a range of British, European and World History.  
AQA’s and OCR’s unit options commence in Medieval times, while Edexcel’s 
begin in Tudor times.  All provide options for candidates to select period, 
theme and in-depth studies up to the late 20th Century.  Additionally, the 
specifications are flexible (within parameters) to enable centres to devise 
customised routes according to locations, resources, and specialisms.   
 
However, there are stylistic differences between the syllabi.  OCR have 
explicitly labelled two of their modules to highlight the development of skills: 
Document Studies at AS and Historical Investigation at A2.  Moreover, they 
emphasise ways in which candidates can begin to specialise, offering ‘routes’ 
for example, medieval, early modern English or European, or nineteenth 
century.  Centres using this syllabus would be clear about exactly which 
elements of the QCA criteria had been covered and where.   
 
AQA appear to embed the acquisition of historical skills and the use of 
sources within each topic and, unlike both Edexcel and OCR, do not have a 
single unit which focuses overtly on the impact of ‘key individuals’ in history.  
Elements of each topic in the AQA syllabus deal with important individuals 
but this, like the development of skills, appears to be interwoven with other 
elements, perhaps reflecting a desire to present a more integrated approach to 
historical study.   
 
The organisation of the Edexcel syllabus seems to reflect the development of 
historical sophistication, as the candidate moves through units dealing with 
sources, key issues and causes and the impact of ‘key individuals’ at AS and 
on to units which are more analytic, dealing with process and change at A2.  
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The structure and opportunity for more centre-designed elements place more 
responsibility on centres and individual teachers but equally provide more 
creative challenge.  Edexcel regard these opportunities as ‘key features’, 
through which the body appears committed to maximising the teaching 
professions’ ‘ownership’ of the specifications (Edexcel, p.1); illustrated in their 
desire to offer candidates the choice to study topics (once duly validated) 
‘outside’ their specifications – such as ‘Roman Britain’ or a local history 
focused study. (Edexcel, p.2). 
 
Assessment 
The modularised structure of all the awarding bodies specifications have 
created an assessment regime which is sub-divided into three AS units in 
Year one and three more A2 units in Year two.  In terms of the sequence of 
study, the awarding bodies recommend that early units be assessed first, 
followed by later units.  The requirements of the different summative units 
are somewhat different in terms of the number and length of written papers; 
thus AQA’s 4/5 written papers are all timed at 90 minutes.  Edexcel’s 5 (or 4 
depending upon options) range from 60 minutes at AS to 105 minutes at A2.  
OCR specifications expect candidates to sit 5 written papers ranging from 60 
minutes to 90 minutes length. 
 
Modes of study 
Considerable variation is also evident in the three body’s approaches to the 
QCA’s criteria for candidates to undertake independent research into an 
historical problem.  OCR offer the least flexibility, with only one coursework 
option, representing 15% of the total marks.  AQA have, in addition to 
coursework (20% of total marks), a course essays unit at AS (15%).  Edexcel 
offer two opportunities for coursework (15% each) and the individual 
assignment (15%).  
 
Table 4: Weighting of Coursework Options in History 
 No. of Options Weighting Mode of Assessment 
AQA one option  
(6PS) 
20 % of A2 internally assessed 
Edexcel three options  
(Unit 3c. AS, 
Unit4i. A2 
Unit 5c. A2) 
Total 45%, centre designed, 
coursework centre assessed, 
assignment externally assessed 
OCR one option  
(2592, A2 ). 
Total 15% OCR examiner marked 
 
 
All three bodies offer centres the possibility of an extra written examination 
instead of the Year Two coursework option.  Both AQA’s and Edexcel’s 
coursework alternatives are framed around matters of advanced historical 
substance – such as “The process of change over time” (Edexcel, p.14) or “an 
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issue/event which has generated debate” (AQA, p.8).  OCR’s alternative is centred 
upon an ‘open book’ examination (including use of candidate notes) based 
upon a ‘individual investigation’ into one of ten pre-determined topic 
categories.   
 
The three awarding bodies all incorporate the 20% ‘synoptic’ assessment.  
AQA build it in to their Unit 4 and 5 requirements (AQA, p.17 ) at A2.  OCR 
also incorporate it within their ‘Themes in History’ options (OCR, p.9). 
Edexcel’s version (Unit 6, p.14) is a ‘stand–alone’ unit where candidates are 
required to make links and connections through using sources, across 
different periods, evaluating and interpreting historical debates. 
 
Grade Descriptions 
All bodies repeat the grade descriptors given in the QCA subject criteria for 
History for grades A, C and E. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
The History specifications from AQA, Edexcel and OCR are all substantial 
documents.  Some sections, in certain specifications, do appear to be more 
readily appreciated by virtue of their layout and design.  These are factors to 
be considered in relation to the choices made by centres, especially since 
many only received the full set of History specifications in June 2000.  Support 
through the units by ‘signposting’ and ‘structuring’ reveals a common 
approach.  AQA, Edexcel and OCR all offer clear indicators by way of ‘Key 
Questions’ for study or ‘Key Issues for Study and Examination’.  All 
Awarding Bodies have considered the necessity for ‘after–care’ for Centres; in 
many cases a comprehensive network of support and training is envisaged 
involving “Information, Assessment Support Meetings, Training and Published 
Material” (Edexcel, p.52).  Throughout the specifications appropriate reference 
is drawn to ‘Recommended Reading’ for students and staff, together with 
suggested Internet sites.  
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French 
 
The division of candidates between the awarding bodies is displayed below 
in Figure 34. 
 
 
QCA Specifications for French 
 
The subject criteria for French include a list of Knowledge, Understanding 
and Skills which specifications should require candidates to demonstrate.  
Essentially this list itemises generic, linguistic learning outcomes expected of 
candidates: eight requirements are listed for AS with five more added for A2 
Level.   They include, for example, the requirement that candidates use the 
modern foreign language to analyse, hypothesise, evaluate, argue a case, 
justify, persuade, rebut, develop arguments and present viewpoints, in speech 
and in writing.  Both the Edexcel and OCR specifications list these 
requirements exactly as they appear in the subject criteria.  The AQA 
specification mentions just some of these and does so by integrating them into 
a piece of continuous prose describing the relationship between AS and A2 
Level.  
 
Structure 
Different approaches are apparent in the way in which specifications have 
been structured.  OCR, for example, stress that “The traditional role of Advanced 
GCE as a gateway to further study is maintained and extended by this qualification”.   
This is reflected in a course structure which expects all candidates to do the 
same, in terms of developing and applying their subject knowledge along 
relatively traditional lines (e.g. gap-fill exercises, guided summaries and 
discrete skill testing).  There is only limited recognition here of the sorts of 
knowledge, understanding and skills that are relevant to the modern world.  
By way of contrast, there has been significant innovation by Edexcel in the 
                                                          
4 These figures are based on candidates undertaking examinations in a comparable syllabus 
to Curriculum 2000.  They do not represent all entries for this subject. 
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creation of explicit ‘learning pathways’ through the specifications.  Learning 
pathways are designed to support and benefit candidates with different goals 
and career trajectories.  Five distinct pathways are suggested in the 
specifications; other permutations are also possible.  One such pathway, for 
example, is suggested for students interested in a career working for 
international organisations; another is suggested for literary-minded students.  
Different permutations are possible because the Edexcel specifications, at A2 
level, have been structured to allow for choice of paper, choice of topic and 
choice of question.    
 
Subject Content 
Grammar 
Each of the specifications contains a list of defined grammar content, in each 
case this is identical to the prescribed list of structures contained in the subject 
criteria.  All three boards accord 25% of the assessment at levels AS and A2 to 
AO3 (grammar and syntax) – as prescribed by QCA in the subject criteria.  All 
three boards have integrated AO3 into each of the six units of assessment.  
 
Topics 
All three specifications include information about the sorts of topic areas that 
are intended to provide a context for language study rather than subjects to be 
studied in depth.  Broadly speaking these are similar and are to be covered 
within the context of the target language countries.  There are, however, slight 
differences in the way these have been organised and the extent to which they 
are defined.   
 
AQA itemises for each module the topics to be covered, and each topic is then 
further broken down into sub-topics.  A total of eleven topics are listed for AS 
level, with nine for A2 level.  Modules 3 and 6 are based on topics already 
covered in modules 1 and 2 and modules 4 and 5 respectively.  This will have 
implications for the order in which topics are covered with students.  Edexcel 
list just five, loosely defined, general topic areas.  Areas 1 to 3 are to be 
explored at AS level, and further developed at A2 level alongside areas 4 and 
5.  In structure and focus this mirrors the National Curriculum Areas of 
Experience.  OCR include eight broad topic areas for AS level and a further 
list of seven for A2 level.  Common to both is “human interest news items”.  
Topic areas in the OCR specification, like those in the AQA specification tend 
to be more defined that those of Edexcel. 
 
Prescribed topics and texts 
All three specifications contain detailed information about the prescribed 
topics and texts for the written paper at A2 level.  All three offer a choice of 
set text, literary topic and non-literary topic.    
 
AQA offer a choice of 3 set texts; 3 literary topics and 6 non-literary topics.  It 
is stated that set texts and topics will be changed periodically.  Each of the 
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literary topics is supported with a range of suggested texts; particular aspects 
of non-literary topics are defined.   
 
Edexcel offer a choice of 6 topics and 7 set texts.  Topics include one literary 
topic which deals specifically with the work of Camus.  In common with the 
AQA specification, particular aspects of each of the topics are defined; in 
addition, each topic in the Edexcel specification is supported with a 
bibliography of suggested background reading in the target language.   
 
OCR offers a choice of 8 set texts in French; 6 literary topics; 7 non-literary.  
The specification does not include any suggested texts for the literary topics.  
Rather, it is specified that “For each topic chosen, candidates are required to refer in 
detail to one named text of their choice.” and further that “Centres have a free choice 
of texts.”  A number of sub-topic areas are listed for each of the non-literary 
topics.  It is specified that “Prior to the examination, OCR will indicate which two 
of the listed sub-topics will be tested in the examination, so that teachers and 
candidates can focus their study more precisely.” 
 
Of the three, Edexcel appears to be the most specific in its expectations 
regarding prescribed topics and texts; OCR appears the most open in this 
respect.   
 
Assessment   
Common to all three of the boards is a six unit structure. Units 1-3 are a 
requirement for AS level students; Units 1-6 are a requirement for the full A-
Level.  AS units (1,2,3) must be taken before the A2 units (4,5,6), but all units 
may be taken in the same examination series.  Within this common structure, 
all three boards offer a coursework option at A2 level, which involves 
extended writing in the target language.  Only Edexcel offers any further 
options, namely an interpreting option at A2 level.   
 
AS level 
 
Different approaches to the knowledge, skills and understandings laid down 
in the subject criteria are apparent in the way in which boards have defined 
their units at AS level. 
 
Table 5: Unit choices in French AS Level 
 AQA Edexcel OCR 
Unit 1 Listening, Reading, 
Writing 
Listening and Writing Speaking 
Unit 2 Writing – Pre-release 
booklet 
Reading and Writing Listening, Reading and 
Writing 1 
Unit 3 Speaking Prepared Oral Topic Reading and Writing 
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Listening 
Listening is based on recorded audio material.  OCR specify that all audio 
material is studio-recorded.  AQA and Edexcel specify that recorded material 
is “authentic” and Edexcel further that recorded material will be taken from 
“contemporary sources” and “related to the contemporary target language countries 
or communities”.   
 
All three give an approximate total length of recording: this ranges from 5-6 
minutes (Edexcel) to 5 minutes (AQA) to 3 minutes (OCR).  All three specify 
that candidates will have individual control of recordings.  Edexcel 
candidates complete a one hour listening examination in the course of which 
they are required to do some writing related to the content of the listening 
material.  AQA and OCR candidates, on the other hand complete the listening 
examination within a one and a half-hour period, which also requires 
candidates to do reading and writing in relation to separate stimulus material.  
 
Speaking 
Boards differ slightly in their approach to oral examinations.  All three require 
candidates to present and discuss a topic.  For all three, the topic is of the 
candidate’s own choosing.   
 
With Edexcel the oral examination is given over entirely to a presentation and 
discussion.  This is expected to last 10 – 12 minutes, of which the presentation 
should take 1-2 minutes.  In preparation for this “students will need to research 
their chosen area and undertake extended reading from a variety of sources in order to 
demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the contemporary society and/or 
cultural heritage of the target-language countries or communities.”  Both AQA and 
OCR include the prepared oral topic as just one part of the oral examination.   
With AQA this is expected to last 5 minutes, of which the presentation should 
take a maximum of two minutes.  With OCR this part of the oral is expected 
to last 10 minutes, of which the presentation should take between two and 
three minutes.     
 
Alongside the prepared oral topic, both AQA and OCR have 5 minutes for a 
speaking task in relation to a stimulus which candidates are given 20 minutes 
to prepare.  This is similar in format to the GCSE oral when candidates are 
given time to prepare a role-play.  In addition to this, AQA also include 5 
minutes of general conversation based on topics studied during the AS 
course. 
 
Reading and Writing 
Where reading and writing are assessed, this is based on previously unseen 
texts.  In addition to this, AQA offer a unit - assessing reading and writing - 
which is based on the content of a ‘pre-release booklet’.  This booklet, which 
contains a selection of texts, is issued to students at the start of the course. 
Candidates are not allowed to take their own booklets into the exam room 
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with them but will be issued with a clean copy for the examination.  They 
may choose which of the texts to respond to in the examination. 
 
A distinguishing feature of the OCR specification is that Unit 2 contains three 
tasks which are contextualised within the ‘World of Work’. It is specified, 
however, that “the situations are of a general nature and no specialised knowledge is 
required.” (OCR, p.14). 
 
A2 Level 
Table 6: Unit choices in French at A2 Level 
 AQA Edexcel OCR 
Unit 4 Listening, Reading, 
Writing 
Oral Discussion of 
Issues OR Interpreting 
Speaking and Reading 
Unit 5 Writing OR 
Coursework 
Prescribed Topics and 
Texts OR Coursework 
Listening, Reading and 
Writing 2 
Unit 6 Speaking Listening and Writing 
Reading and Writing 
Writing in Registers 
Culture and Society 
(written paper) OR  
Culture and Society 
(coursework) 
 
Listening 
As at AS level, listening is based on recorded audio material.  Both AQA and 
Edexcel repeat the specification, stated for AS level, that candidates will have 
personal control of the cassette.  This is not, however, stated in the OCR 
specification for A2 level.  
 
The AQA listening examination is based on seven minutes of recorded 
material, which is rather longer than the length of the recording at AS level (5 
minutes).  Edexcel and OCR, on the other hand, require candidates to listen to 
between two and four minutes and a maximum of five minutes, respectively.  
In the case of OCR this is rather more than AS level; but in the case of Edexcel 
it is rather less.  Both Edexcel and OCR specify that there will be a maximum 
of two passages.   The AQA specification is less specific in this respect.  Both 
AQA and Edexcel require candidates to listen to authentic recorded material. 
The OCR specification is less specific in this respect.  Whilst AQA and OCR 
incorporate listening as part of a longer examination which also includes 
reading and writing papers, Edexcel has organised Unit 6 so that the listening 
component is done on a separate day from reading and writing. 
 
Speaking 
All three boards expect the speaking part of the examination to last 15 
minutes, with OCR offering the possibility of up to 18 minutes.  The most 
striking difference in speaking requirements at A2 level is that Edexcel offer 
an interpreting option.  Other differences are broadly in line with what has 
already been outlined for speaking at AS level.  The Edexcel oral examination 
consists of an oral discussion based on a topic which the candidate has 
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researched; AQA and OCR favour discussion based on stimulus material 
followed by conversation.  
 
Writing 
Each of the boards include one Unit which focuses on writing, this takes the 
form of an examination paper or the coursework option.  The writing paper in 
all three specifications requires candidates to write two essays of 
approximately 250 words length.  All three stipulate that texts may not be 
taken into the examination room, nor may dictionaries5.  All three offer 
candidates a choice of content, covering a range of topics and texts of both a 
literary and non-literary nature. 
 
Similarly with the coursework option, candidates can choose the content from 
a range of options offered.  There are slight variations, however, in terms of 
what candidates are required to produce.  Both AQA and Edexcel require two 
written assignments; OCR offer the option of one or two.  The total wordage 
required is the same across all three boards, approximately 1400 words.  
Within that, however there are slight variations.  AQA require two 
assignments of equal length (approximately 700 words); Edexcel require one 
short assignment and one long (450-500 words and 900–1000 words); OCR 
require either one long assignment (1200-1400 words) or two shorter 
assignments of similar length (600–700 words). 
 
A distinguishing feature of the Edexcel specification is the inclusion of a 
‘Writing in Registers’ paper in Unit 6.  Candidates are required to choose and 
answer one question which involves either creative writing, a discursive essay 
or a task-based assignment. 
 
Relationship between Assessment objectives and Units of Assessment 
Each of the specifications includes a grid to show the relationship between 
assessment objectives and the units of assessment.  The data has been 
summarised in the table below: 
 
Table 7: Assessment objectives and units of assessment 
  AQA Edexcel OCR 
AO1 Responding to spoken language 4 units 4 units 4 units 
AO2 Responding to written language 6 units 5 units 5 units 
AO3 Grammar and Syntax 6 units 6 units 6 units 
AO4 Knowledge and understanding of 
society and culture 
4 units 6 units 3 units 
 
Overall, there is most unanimity regarding the assessment of grammatical 
content (AO3: Grammar and Syntax) with each of the three boards including 
this in all six units.  There is least unanimity regarding the assessment of 
thematic content (AO4: Knowledge and understanding of society/culture), 
only Edexcel has integrated this into all six units.  This disparity of approach 
                                                          
5 This is a stipulation for all externally assessed units. 
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is also reflected in the weightings accorded to it: at AS level AQA weight AO4 
at 20%, Edexcel at 15% and OCR at 10%. 
 
Modes of assessment 
All three boards offer a coursework option within one of the A2 level units.  
In all three cases this is teacher assessed and externally moderated by the 
board.  OCR also specify that centres are expected to internally standardise 
marks before sending material away for moderation.  With regard to speaking 
tests, all three boards specify that tests are conducted by the teacher but offer 
the option of an external examiner.  Edexcel charge a fee for this service; OCR 
offer this service in cases where the candidature exceeds 20.  Only OCR offer 
the option of teacher assessment; this is restricted to the AS level oral 
examination only.  Otherwise, in all three specifications, all oral tests are 
assessed externally. 
 
Synoptic assessment 
In accordance with the subject criteria, all three boards include a minimum of 
20% synoptic assessment, and that assessment draws on all four assessment 
objectives.  In both the Edexcel and OCR specifications, synoptic assessment is 
weighted at 35% of the Advanced GCE and is represented by two of the three 
units at A2 level.  In the AQA specification, synoptic assessment is weighted 
at just 20% of the course and is represented by the AO1 and AO2 marks for 
Unit 4, and the AO3 and AO4 marks for Unit 6. 
 
Table 8: Synoptic Assessment in French 
 AQA Edexcel OCR 
Unit 4 12.5% 
(AO1, AO2) 
15% 
(AO1, AO2, AO3, AO4) 
15% 
(AO1, AO2, AO3, AO4) 
Unit 5 Writing or 
Coursework 
Writing or Coursework 20%  
(AO1, AO2, AO3) 
Unit 6 7.5% 
(AO3, AO4) 
20% 
(AO1, AO2, AO3, AO4) 
Writing or Coursework 
Total 
Weighting 
20% 35% 35% 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
To sum up, the main differences between specifications are: 
• the element of choice allowed to cater for different sorts of learning needs 
and outcomes; 
• the extent to which topic content is defined; 
• the format of examinations (especially Listening and Speaking); 
• the approaches to the assessment of AO4 (Knowledge and Understanding 
of Society). 
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Mathematics 
 
The division of candidates between the awarding bodies is displayed below 
in Figure 46. 
 
 
QCA Specifications for Mathematics 
As might be expected the compulsory units which contribute to A level 
Mathematics cover the core curriculum as stipulated in the QCA subject 
criteria.  This core curriculum provides a clear overview of the assumed 
background knowledge of candidates as they begin their studies as well as 
the minimum content which is to be covered.  This is predominantly what 
would be described as ‘pure‘ mathematics at this level.  There is no reference 
to the specific subject matter for Statistics for example. 
 
Spiritual, Moral, Social, Cultural, Environmental and European Dimensions 
In all three specifications there is a feeling that these dimensions have been 
‘nodded’ at rather than being fully embraced as part of the ethos of each 
specification.  While OCR notes the importance of these areas especially in 
relation to statistical and modelling work (OCR, p.5), Edexcel are more 
explicit stating “The nature of mathematics means that it does not make any 
significant contribution to the above issues.” (Edexcel, p.10).  AQA states that it 
has “taken into account” two Council of Europe resolutions in their 
specification design (AQA, p.76) but otherwise make no significant claims to 
address these areas. 
 
Structure 
For Edexcel and OCR the three compulsory modules have divided up the core 
in very similar ways across P1 - 3.  For AQA, which has four compulsory 
modules, some non-core material is included – primarily linked to data 
handling and probability and some more advanced use of partial fractions.  
 
                                                          
6 These figures are based on candidates undertaking examinations in a comparable syllabus 
to Curriculum 2000.  They do not represent all entries for this subject. 
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Subject Content 
AS level 
 
AQA offer three qualifications at this level: Mathematics, Further 
Mathematics and Applied Mathematics.  The first of these has two 
compulsory modules (Methods and Pure 1) and a choice of one from S1, M1 
and D1.  Edexcel offer six qualifications at this level: Mathematics, Pure 
Mathematics, Statistics, Mechanics, Applied Mathematics and Further 
Mathematics. Edexcel has similar requirements to AQA in that there are two 
compulsory modules (P1 and P2) and a choice of one from S1, M1 and D1.  
OCR offers five qualifications at this level: Mathematics, Pure Mathematics, 
Statistics, Applied Mathematics and Further Mathematics.  OCR Mathematics 
has the same requirements as Edexcel. 
 
A level 
 
AQA, although offering 17 modules, only have 5 possible routes to A level 
Mathematics due, largely, to there being four compulsory modules – the other 
boards only specifying three.  (This is one of only two qualifications offered at 
this level - the other being Further Mathematics).  Only one of the A level 
Mathematics combinations comprises solely of written papers – when the 
optional modules are both Discrete Mathematics.  The written papers are of 
the same length regardless of whether or not there is a coursework 
component.  The coursework on each module comprises 5% of the A level 
marks. 
 
Edexcel offer four qualifications at A level: Mathematics, Pure Mathematics, 
Further Mathematics and Statistics.  For Pure Mathematics (and Statistics) 
there is no choice as to which six, of the 20, modules can be taken.  There are 8 
possible combinations to attain A level Mathematics.  One of these 
combinations may include Statistics 3 (S3) which includes a project 
contributing 25% of that module’s mark.  The project should represent 20 
hours work (Edexcel, pp.64-67).  Despite this coursework component, 
assessment of S3 also includes a 90 minute paper. 
 
OCR offer three qualifications at A level: Mathematics, Pure Mathematics and 
Further Mathematics.  The six modules which make up Pure Mathematics 
offer no choice.  However, there are 17 possible combinations of modules to 
attain A level Mathematics.  One of these modules (C1) can be a coursework 
option.  This has no prescribed content but must comprise a 4000 word report 
and may “include a variety of mathematical ideas or else attempt to pursue some 
narrower aspect of mathematics to a greater depth.” (OCR, p.71). 
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The disparity in the number of modules offered OCR and AQA (17), Edexcel 
(20) is due to additional modules in mechanics and statistics.  All boards offer 
6 Pure modules. 
 
 
Table 8: Unit choice in Mathematics 
 Pure Mechanics Statistics Discrete/ 
Decision 
Other 
OCR 1*,2*,3*,4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4 1, 2, 3, 4 Discrete 1, 2 
 
Coursework 
(C1) 
AQA 1*,2*,3*,4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4 1, 2, 3, 4 Discrete 1, 2 
 
Methods* (Me) 
Edexcel 1*,2*,3*,4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 Decision 1, 2 - 
*denotes a compulsory module for A level Mathematics. 
 
Appendix 3 indicates the dependency structure for A level Mathematics.  One 
feature that can be seen from these diagrams is that Edexcel are unusual in 
that their Statistics strand appears not to build on any of the skills covered by 
P1.  While it is not possible to make a categorical statement about this without 
having reviewed the examination papers – it would appear that Edexcel’s S1 
does not cover the topics in as much depth as the other specifications 
reviewed.  For example there is no mention of the Binomial distribution or of 
continuous random variables. 
 
Assessment 
Where modules are assessed by a written paper, AQA and OCR set 80 minute 
papers while Edexcel have 90 minute papers.  This complies with the QCA 
requirement that AS should have examinations of between 4 and 4.5 hours 
with A level having between 8 and 9 hours.  All components are equally 
weighted and no board offers a written paper which has a choice of questions.  
Only OCR offer a module which is solely assessed through coursework.  The 
other two specifications reviewed offer modules with a coursework element: 
AQA (M1, S1, S2, S4, M2, M4) and Edexcel (S3 and S6).  The coursework 
element does not decrease the time requirement of the written paper. 
 
Use of Calculators 
The QCA subject criteria for mathematics require that, when assessing AO1 
and 2 there should be an element in which “candidates are permitted to use as a 
calculating aid, only a ‘scientific’ calculator in papers addressing core content… 
This element must account for, at least, 25% of the overall award.” (their emphasis) 
(QCA, p.9).  Consequently, there is little difference between the specifications 
with respect to the use of calculators.  Edexcel and OCR only permit the use of 
a ‘simple scientific’ calculator (Edexcel, AQA, p.15) for modules P1 and 3.  
AQA have a similar ruling for their broadly equivalent modules Me and P2.  
This requirement excludes calculators with the facility for graph plotting, 
symbolic manipulation and with sophisticated memory functions.  In all other 
modules a graphic calculator is permitted.  The exception to this is OCR’s 
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coursework module (C1) which encourages the “use of appropriate technology, 
such as computers, graphic calculators and calculators with computer algebra 
functions.” (OCR p.75) 
 
 
 
Synoptic Assessment 
The specifications reviewed list the modules which should be assessed at the 
end of the course in order to form the synoptic assessment.  AQA allow a 
choice of two from P2, P3, S2 and M2.  While OCR specify that P3 be part of 
the synoptic assessment with one from P4, D2, M2, M3, S2 and S3.  Edexcel’s 
requirements offer more flexibility with either P3 with one from M2, M3, S2, 
S3, D2 or M2 and M3 or S2 and S3.  However, given the content dependency 
of modules it is unlikely that centres would want to enter candidates for these 
modules earlier in the assessment period. 
 
Grade Specifications 
All boards repeat the descriptors given in QCA subject criteria for 
mathematics for grades A, C and E.  The exception to this is AQA’s grade A 
descriptor which omits the words ‘or proofs’ from the sentence “They use 
mathematical language correctly and proceed logically and rigorously through 
extended arguments or proofs.”  However, as this term is included in the 
descriptors for grades C and E, it is more likely that it is an oversight rather 
than a change in emphasis. 
 
To conclude, the hierarchical nature of mathematical understanding means 
that, whichever specification is followed, it is likely that a similar order of 
entry will take place.  The flexibility offered by the boards is likely only to be 
exploited in larger institutions where there may be the opportunity to offer 
more modules.  The opportunity to take modules which include a coursework 
component is likely to be decided by teaching staff preferences rather than 
student need.  The pressure to complete such a large amount of subject matter 
prior to formal assessment may also mean that the relatively time-consuming 
coursework options are neglected in favour of those which are assessed solely 
by a timed paper. 
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Physics 
 
The division of candidates between the awarding bodies is displayed below 
in Figure 57. 
 
QCA Specifications for Physics 
The QCA criteria for physics set out the knowledge, understanding, skills and 
assessment objectives which all AS and A level physics specifications must 
incorporate.  The aims, assessment objectives and grade descriptions for the 
award of grades A, C and E have been used verbatim by all three examination 
boards.  The relative weightings given to each assessment objective by QCA is 
given in terms of a range of 10 percentage points and the boards have made 
use of this freedom to produce specifications with slightly different 
weightings for each assessment objective, which at A level is shown in Table 9 
below. (For greater detail please refer to Appendix 2) 
 
Table 9: Interpretations of the QCA criteria by Awarding Bodies 
Assessment Objectives QCA 
criteria 
AQA Edexcel OCR 
AO1 Knowledge and  
Understanding 
30-40% 39% 33.75 36.5 
AO2 Application of  
Knowledge 
22.5-
32.5% 
28.5% 28.5% 28.5% 
AO3 Experiment and  
Investigation  
12.5-20% 12.5% 17.5% 15% 
AO4 Synthesis 20% 20% 20% 20% 
 
The content set out in the QCA criteria is clearly presented and forms 60% of 
the total content of an AS and A level specification.  For each area of study in 
                                                          
7 These figures are based on candidates undertaking examinations in a comparable syllabus 
to Curriculum 2000.  They do not represent all entries for this subject. 
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physics specified in the Criteria, detailed amplification is given to clarify the 
core material to be included.  The content is also classified in terms of whether 
it should be incorporated into the AS specification, the A2 specification or 
shared between both. 
 
All three examination boards have taken the opportunity to incorporate the 
content in different ways into a 6 module (or unit) structure.  The terms 
module and unit have different meanings: AQA and OCR use the term module 
with regard to the organisation of the specification content, and unit in 
connection with the scheme of assessment, i.e., module content is assessed by 
means of a unit of assessment.  Edexcel uses the term unit in both contexts. 
 
Structure 
All specifications have the same framework of 6 modules (or units), three to 
be studied and assessed for an AS level award and a further three at A2 level, 
all six being required for the full A-level award.  Units of assessment may be 
taken in January and June each year relating to the modules studied.  AS 
modules build closely on Key Stage 4 content, and while a recommended 
teaching order is given in each specification, this is not a prescription.  
Modules may be taken in other sequences and units of assessment can be 
taken all together at the end of the course, if preferred, as a terminal 
examination. 
 
The main differences between the specifications are 
• in the areas of the specific subject content within each module; 
• the element of choice allowed; 
• the availability of internal assessment of practical skills as opposed to an 
externally set and marked test; 
• the provision for synoptic assessment of content at the end of the A level 
course. 
 
Subject Content 
An analysis of subject content reveals very few overall differences between 
the specifications, but there are considerable differences in: 
• the way the content is arranged; 
• the element of choice allowed; 
• the implementation of the QCA requirement to provide for synoptic 
assessment at the end of the 2 year course. 
 
The module (unit) titles do not always accurately convey the nature of the 
content within the module.  For example, while Edexcel Unit 1 does largely 
deliver what its title suggests (Mechanics and Radioactivity), Unit 5 (Waves 
and Our Universe) gives very scant treatment indeed (3 out of 22 sections) to 
a consideration of the universe.  OCR Module 2822 (Electrons and Photons) 
contains no electronics, focusing instead on a traditional treatment of electric 
current, very similar to that contained in AQA Module 3 (Current Electricity 
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and Elastic Properties). All specifications follow the 6 module structure, but 
the content is arranged differently within the modules as follows: 
 
Table 10: Module Structure of Physics across Examining Boards 
AQA Edexcel OCR 
Module 1 (AS) 
Particles, Radiation and 
Quantum Phenomena 
Unit 1 (AS) 
Mechanics and 
Radioactivity 
Module 2821 (AS) 
Forces and Motion 
Module 2 (AS) 
Mechanics and 
Molecular Kinetic 
Theory 
Unit 2 (AS) 
Electricity and Thermal 
Physics 
Module 2822 (AS) 
Electrons and Photons 
Module 3 (AS) 
Current Electricity and 
Elastic Properties of 
Solids 
Unit 3 (AS) 
Topics: choice of one 
topic from four (see 
below) 
Module 2823 (AS) 
Wave Properties 
Module 4 (A2) 
Waves, Fields and 
Nuclear Energy 
Unit 4 (A2) 
Waves and our 
Universe 
Module 2824 (A2) 
Forces, Fields and 
Energy 
Module 5 (A2) 
Nuclear Instability 
Unit 5 (A2) 
Fields and Forces 
Module 2825 (A2) 
Options in Physics: 
choice of one option 
from four (see below) 
Module 6 (A2) 
Options: choice of one 
module from five (see 
below) 
Unit 6 (A2) 
Synthesis 
Drawing together 
different areas of 
physics 
Module 2826 (A2) 
Unifying Concepts in 
Physics: NO CONTENT 
SPECIFIED 
 
Clearly the content has been organised in very different ways, e.g., the 
radioactive decay of unstable nuclei is dealt with in Edexcel Unit 1 (AS level), 
along with the study of mechanics, recommended (but not compulsory) as a 
suitable starting unit to follow on from GCSE science.  AQA, however, deals 
with this as a separate independent Module 5 (A2 level): Nuclear Instability, 
preferring instead to focus in their Module 1 on intellectually challenging 
ideas from quantum theory and modern particle physics related to the 
existence of quarks.  Edexcel, however, deals with quantum theory in Unit 4 
(A2 level): Waves and our Universe, while OCR covers radioactivity in Module 
2824 (A2 level): Forces, Fields and Energy and quantum theory in Module 2822 
(AS level): Electrons and Photons. 
 
Another major difference is that the OCR Module 2826 (Unifying Concepts in 
Physics) is in fact content free, so that all OCR content is effectively contained 
within five modules, rather than six. 
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Choice 
All three specifications contain a module allowing student choice, with one 
option chosen from five with AQA and OCR, and one from four with Edexcel: 
 
Table 11: Choice in Physics across Examining Boards 
AQA Edexcel OCR 
Module 6 (A2 level)8 Unit 3 (AS level) Module 2825 (A2 level) 
A. Astrophysics 
B. Medical Physics 
C. Applied Physics 
D. Turning Points in 
Physics 
E. Electronics 
A. Astrophysics 
B. Solid Materials 
C. Nuclear and Particle 
Physics 
D. Medical Physics 
01. Cosmology 
02. Health Physics 
03. Materials 
04. Nuclear and Particle 
Physics 
05. Telecommunications 
 
Summary:  
• all specifications allow for choice in astrophysics/cosmology9; 
• all specifications allow for choice in medical physics/health physics; 
• only Edexcel allows choice at AS level; 
• AQA provides an electronics option; 
• AQA Turning Points in Physics provides for an historical treatment of key 
developments. 
 
Large differences exist in the contribution the option choice makes to the final 
A level award: 
 
AQA:   20%  Edexcel: 10%  OCR:  15% 
 
 
Assessment 
Synoptic Assessment 
QCA Criteria require that all specifications provide for synoptic assessment 
involving the explicit drawing together of knowledge, understanding and 
skills learned in different parts of the A level course (excluding options). 
 
Edexcel has the only specification with a teaching and learning module (unit) 
with prescribed content, linking together disparate areas of physics (Unit 6: 
Synthesis). 
 
AQA and OCR each provide a synoptic unit of assessment, but do not specify 
content, using instead the content of the other teaching and learning modules. 
                                                          
8 These modules all offer choice for students and although two are at A2 and one at AS we do not 
consider that the level of challenge will be significantly different. 
9 Astrophysics and cosmology refer to the same subject matter. 
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Practical Assessment/Coursework 
AQA and OCR allow for either the internal assessment of practical skills or 
for the use of an externally set and marked practical examination.  Detailed 
and consistent guidance on internal assessment is provided in both cases.  
Edexcel offers only an external examination. 
 
Grade Descriptions 
All specifications repeat verbatim the QCA Grade Descriptions for the award 
of Grades A, C and E at A level. 
 
Postscript 
From this academic year (at AS level) and next year (A2), OCR have a new, 
modern physics specification, Advancing Physics, funded by the Institute of 
Physics and the Institute of Electrical Engineers, designed to make A level 
physics a more popular science option.  It is radically different in course 
structure and has substantial differences in content from the three 
specifications considered above.  It will be important to monitor the take up of 
this specification over the next few years. 
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Section 4: Conclusion 
 
The objective differences between the syllabi themselves. 
 
The influence of QCA’s core curriculum and key skills guidance has led all 
three awarding bodies to produce broadly similar specifications.  Our analysis 
suggests that, on the whole, the differences which exist between syllabi relate 
to candidate choice rather than to cognitive challenge. 
 
We have found no evidence of significant difference in cognitive challenge 
between examining boards.  We would add the caveat that, in order to 
properly assess this, comparisons would have to made between the actual 
examinations set in 2001 (for AS) and 2002 (A2), the mark schemes which 
accompany them and awarding bodies’ grading policies in action. 
 
There are some indications that, particularly in certain subjects, individual 
exam boards have seized the opportunity presented by Curriculum 2000 to 
create more innovative and flexible qualifications.  In contrast, other boards 
have stressed the degree of continuity between previous syllabi and 
Curriculum 2000.  A ramification of this diversity could be that staff wishing 
to take advantage of opportunities to innovate in their practice may be drawn 
to select syllabi which represent the more flexible end of the continuum. 
 
 
The approach taken by each examining board to candidate choices. 
 
Overall, it is clear that Awarding bodies have made considerable efforts to 
produce a variety of options within the constraints of the QCA subject 
specifications.  The nature of different subjects necessarily dictates the extent 
to which candidate choice can operate (see Unit Dependency, p.5.). 
 
Within subjects, there is a degree of disparity: 
 
• Mathematics and Physics offer relatively little candidate choice, regardless 
of awarding body as a result of the cumulative nature of these disciplines.  
The degree of similarity in Physics is, in part, obscured by the differences 
in module titles but our analysis has revealed that the content is essentially 
the same. 
• In English Literature levels of candidate choice offered by each exam 
board vary between units but overall (particularly with the use of synoptic 
units) the variety of works available for study are broadly similar, 
reflecting perhaps a consensus about the central components of English A 
level. 
• In History, there are differences relating to the degree of coursework and 
variety of assessment, with Edexcel offering a coursework option for AS 
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level and two coursework options at A2.  In contrast, AQA and OCR only 
offer one coursework option at A2. 
• In French, there has been significant innovation by Edexcel in the creation 
of their ‘learning pathways’ through the specifications, which are designed 
to support and benefit candidates with different goals and career 
trajectories.  There are new, optional, elements within units which require 
candidates to use language skills in ways which are more directly 
applicable to the world outside academia. (For more details of differences 
between the syllabi in tabular form, see Appendix 1) 
 
The significance of these variations in syllabi must be very carefully defined: 
they are significant in the sense of offering real choices to centres and 
candidates but the degree of variety is not, in our judgement, significant to the 
extent that there is any impact on standards. 
 
While it is not in the scope of this study, ways in which candidate choice are 
operationalised by individual centres are potentially problematic, with issues 
of consultation and resourcing to the fore. 
 
 
Differences in interpretation and policy or other emphasis distinctive to 
particular awarding bodies. 
 
Given the structures of core curriculum and key skills laid down by QCA, 
exam boards have relatively little scope for significant differences in policy or 
interpretation. 
 
Our analysis suggests that the most crucial differences arise from the 
approaches that awarding bodies have taken to the new specifications: for 
example the extent to which key skills have been embedded in to content.  
Similarly there are differences in the ways in which boards have 
conceptualised the progression from GCSE to AS Level and to A2 level and 
how this has been expressed in the coverage and weighting of assessment 
objectives.  Modes of assessment vary between examining boards and may 
represent differing beliefs about precisely which skills or knowledge should 
be assessed at each level, furthermore there are implications that certain 
assessment situations may lend themselves to greater critical depth, for 
example, although it is impossible to assess this with any certainty until the 
examinations and marking actually occur. 
 
Moreover, there are observable differences between the levels of prescription 
by awarding bodies in comparable units.  This has implications on several 
levels: centres may choose ‘looser’ or more prescriptive models which match 
with their pedagogical beliefs; the level of prescription may impact on the 
balance in teaching between content and process and this may result in very 
different AS/A level experiences for candidates. 
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Appendix 1: Schedule of differences 
 
 AQA Edexcel OCR 
English Literature    
AS level Drama Shakespeare and other 
dramatist(s)offered  
Shakespeare and other 
dramatist(s)offered  
Only Shakespeare offered 
AS level Novel Choice from five modern novels Choice from five 19th century 
novels 
Choice from four 19th century 
and four 20th century novels 
Literature complementary study Not offered Not offered Designed “to extend choice for 
Centres” (OCR p25) 
A2 Poetry and Drama Pre-1900 only Chaucer-1770 and 1770-present Pre-1900 only 
History    
Periods covered in exam board 
units 
1046-1998 1485-present 871-present 
AS level assessment No coursework option Coursework option (15%) No coursework option 
Centre control Coursework internally assessed 
and externally moderated. 
Centre designs coursework and 
individual study options. Centre 
monitors coverage of specified 
geography and timescales. 
Coursework internally assessed 
and externally moderated. 
A2 level assessment One coursework option(20%) Two coursework options(15% 
each, 30% total) 
One coursework option (15%) 
Mathematics    
Routes to A level 5 routes via 17 modules (4 
compulsory) 
8 routes via 20 modules (no 
choice for Pure maths and 
Statistics options) 
17 routes via 17 modules (no 
choice for Pure maths) 
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 AQA Edexcel OCR 
French    
Pathways and careers Not offered ‘learning pathways’ designed to 
support and benefit candidates 
with different goals and career 
trajectories e.g interpreting.  
Optional elements require 
candidates to use language skills 
more relevant to the world 
outside academia 
Not offered 
Texts and Topics Itemised for each module: 11 at 
AS, 9 at A2.   
Five loosely defined topic areas Eight broad topics at AS, seven 
at A2 
A2 level set texts 3 set texts; 9 topics, with 
suggested texts 
7 set texts; 6 topics with 
supporting reading 
8set texts; 13 topics with free 
choice of texts 
Assessment Oral examination has several 
elements.  Listening exam 
incorporated into reading and 
writing paper. 
Oral examination is entirely 
prepared presentation and 
discussion.  Listening exam is 
separate. 
Oral examination has several 
elements.  Listening exam 
incorporated into reading and 
writing paper. 
Physics    
Organisation of content (e.g.) Radioactive decay covered as 
separate module at A2. 
Radioactive decay covered with 
study of mechanics at AS. 
Radioactive decay covered with 
forces, fields and energy at A2. 
 Six modules cover content Six modules cover content Five modules cover content: 2826 
is Unifying Concepts in Physics. 
Weighting of optional unit 20% 10% 15% 
 
Appendix 2: Differences in weighting of Assessment Objectives in Physics 
 
 
AS Level 
Assessment Objectives Weighting (%) 
  AQA Edexcel OCR 
AO1 Knowledge and understanding 53 45 48 
AO2 Application, synthesis, evaluation 32 35 32 
AO3 Experiment and investigation 15 20 20 
AO4 Synthesis of knowledge, understanding 
and skill 
n/a n/a n/a 
 
 
A2 Level 
Assessment Objectives Weighting (%) 
  AQA Edexcel OCR 
AO1 Knowledge and understanding 25 22.5 25 
AO2 Application, synthesis, evaluation 25 22.5 25 
AO3 Experiment and investigation 10 15 10 
AO4 Synthesis of knowledge, understanding 
and skill 
40 40 40 
 
 
A Level 
Assessment Objectives Weighting (%) 
  AQA Edexcel OCR 
AO1 Knowledge and understanding 39 33.75 36.5 
AO2 Application, synthesis, evaluation 28.5 28.75 28.5 
AO3 Experiment and investigation 12.5 17.5 15 
AO4 Synthesis of knowledge, understanding 
and skill 
20 20 20 
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Appendix 3: Module dependency in Mathematics A Levels 
 
Diagram indicating dependency of modules for AQA GCE A level 
Mathematics 
 
 
Me 
 
D1  M1  P1 
       S1 
D2  M2? P2 
S2 
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Diagram indicating dependency of modules for OCR GCE A level 
Mathematics 
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Diagram indicating dependency of modules for Edexcel GCE A level 
Mathematics 
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Appendix 4: The specifications used in the research. 
 
 AQA Edexcel OCR 
English Literature 5741 (AS) 
6741 (A) 
8180 (AS) 
9180 (A) 
3828 (AS) 
7828 (A) 
History 5041 (AS) 
6041 (A) 
8264 (AS) 
9264 (A) 
3835 (AS) 
7835 (A) 
French 5851 (AS) 
6851 (A) 
8190 (AS) 
9190 (A) 
3861 (AS) 
7861 (A) 
Mathematics 5301 (AS) 
6301 (A) 
8450 (AS) 
9450 (A) 
3840 (AS) 
7840 (A) 
Physics 5451 (AS) 
6451 (A) 
8540 (AS) 
9540 (A) 
3883 (AS) 
7883 (A) 
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Appendix 5: The research proposal 
 
Pedagogical Analysis of A Level Syllabi 
 
An outline proposal from members of the Department of Education, 
University of Newcastle upon Tyne. 
 
This document is in response to an invitation to tender for the above research. 
It includes details of the Department of Education, the research team involved 
and the methodology, research questions and timescale we intend to employ. 
 
Introduction 
The department has good regional, national and international research links 
as well as effective working relationships with many local and national 
agencies for education and employment. As a consequence, whilst the 
Department is well known for its sharply-focused research on aspects of 
practice, a significant proportion of its research is inter-disciplinary, inter-
institutional and international in character. The Department enjoys a national 
and international reputation for the quality of its research. It received a top 
(‘5’) rating for its research quality in both the 1992 and 1996 national 
assessment exercises.  
 
The research team 
The research team has been brought together to offer expertise and experience 
on a subject-specific basis. The structure of the team is as follows: 
 
Principal Investigators:  Peter Fisher, lecturer in History Education 
Sally Taverner, lecturer in Maths Education 
Project manager:   Jill Clark, Senior Research Associate 
Other team members: Elaine Hall, Research Associate 
Cheryl Mackay, lecturer in MFL Education 
David Stancliffe, lecturer in Physics Education 
John Williamson, lecturer in English Education 
 
Research Questions and Methodology 
 
This proposal relates to the first stage of the first phase as outlined in the 
original documentation and will consist of desk-based research. This will be 
contracted with the Department of Education at the University of Newcastle 
upon Tyne. For the syllabi to be covered (as agreed English, History, French, 
Mathematics and Physics), the important aspects of our enquiry will consist 
of: 
1. within one subject area, any objective differences between awarding 
bodies either in terms of the syllabuses themselves, the approaches taken 
to candidate choices within subject, or, if known, any differences in 
interpretation by the awarding bodies; 
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2. differences in syllabus offerings by the same awarding body in the same 
subject (where the awarding body offers more than one syllabus); 
3. any policy or other emphasis which the awarding body seeks to pursue in 
its syllabus; 
4. to the extent known , the take-up of that particular syllabus by schools. 
 
The syllabi will be collected from the three awarding bodies (Edexcel, AQA 
and ORC) and will be interrogated to address the research questions 1-3. The 
figures for uptake of syllabi by schools for this academic year are, of course, 
not yet available. However, we will liaise with the examining bodies in order 
to make projections based on figures from recent years. 
 
After clarification with the contractor, and given the proposed timescale, we 
have made the following distinctions in the research methodology: 
1. We have taken 'English' to mean English Literature rather than English 
Language (or both). 
2. We have taken 'Maths' to mean Mathematics rather than mathematics and 
statistics (or both). 
3. We have decided at this point in time to avoid looking (in detail) at: 
a. Specimen papers (although not ruling this out all together - they maybe 
used illustratively) 
b. Supporting materials, such as guides to students and/or teachers. 
 
Timescale 
 
We aim to present a final report to the funders by Friday 13th October 2000. 
Our internal deadline for a draft version of the report is the previous week.  
 
 
Jill Clark 
Senior Research Associate 
04/10/00 
 
 
 
 
